Comparative effects of alfalfa saponins and alfalfa fiber on cholesterol absorption in rats.
Intestinal absorption of cholesterol was measured in control rats fed semipurified diets and in rats fed alfalfa meal, in which saponins had been previously extracted, or this extracted material plus alfalfa saponins. A dose of 2 mg radioactive cholesterol was administered intragastrically, and fecal excretion of labeled neutral steroids measured. Absorption of cholesterol was about 76% in control animals, and about 47% in alfalfa-red rats. Extraction of saponins from alfalfa eliminated the cholesterol absorption-lowering effect, while addition of 0.26% alfalfa saponins to the extracted alfalfa restored its activity. The results demonstrate that alfalfa saponins are responsible for the effect of alfalfa meal in reducing cholesterol absorption, and that alfalfa fiber is not involved in this activity.